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I n t e r v i e w w i t h C h r i s O f f u t t
Chris O ffu tt grew up in the A ppalachian M ountains o f eastern Kentucky. H e left at age 19 and has held over 50 jobs, all p a rt tim e, in every region o f A m erica. A t age 30, he atten d ed the W riters' W orkshop at the U niversity o f Iowa. H is w riting in cludes the sh o rt-sto ry collection Kentucky Straight, the m em o ir The Same R iver Twice, and the novel The Good Brother. H is new est collection, O u t o f the Woods, was p u b lish ed in F ebruary by Sim on & Schuster. H e currently lives in M issoula, M o n tan a w ith his wife and tw o children.
L e t ' s start with what you're working on now.
I t's a collection th at will be a follow up to Kentucky Straight. All o f them are set in a different p a rt o f the country: B utte, E l Paso, Idaho, M issouri, N ew Mexico. T h e p ro tag o n ist o f each is fro m eastern K entucky. E very th in g I w rite com es fro m the tow n o f Blizzard, w hich is by Clay C reek in E ldridge County, w hich is a litde com m unity in the hills, a fo rm e r m ining com m unity. E ach p ro tag o n ist has a job that I 've had, and all these stories are ab o u t som ebody w h o 's fro m K entucky and leaves-one joins the arm y and w inds up going to K orea, som e leave and go back to K e n tucky, and som e leave and stay out. T hey are all extrem ely changed by having grow n up essentially in the 18th century and th en leav ing and entering the 20th. 
These characters in the new hook a ll havejobs that you've had. They've also a ll lived in places you've lived. W h a t are y o u r ideas about the line between fiction and non-fiction?
I d o n 't draw m uch o f a line. I get m ixed up as to w h a t's w h at a b u n ch o f tim es, b u t th at d o esn 't really m a tte r to me. All th o se stories are m o re emotionally autobiographical. W h en I w rite, I tend to in se rt w h at I am feeling at th at m o m en t. I 'm p retty m uch w alking aro u n d in a supercharged em o tio n al state. I 'm n o t doing it on p u rp o se, b u t it's the case, and the w riting b ecom es an ex pressio n o f it m o re than anything else. So stories change fro m d raft to d raft because m y state o f m in d changes as I w ork on them .
So how do y o u know when they' re done?
Well, they're never done, really. I just give up on them . Usually I let it sit fo r a long tim e, and then I 'll look at it again and I 'll get intensely o b sessed w ith the stories for a while. W h en I get to the p o in t w here I 'm changing com m as to co n junctions an d co n ju n c tions back to com m as, I 'm done, I 'm sick o f it, I hate it. T his so n o fab itch needs o u t o f m y house. My em otional state is p retty m uch o n e o f disgust.
W hile w ritingyour novel y o u went through an interestingprocess;you prac tically became y o u r main character, Virgil. Could y o u ta lk a little about that?
I do th a t w ith all o f them . I t's just th a t w ith a s h o rt sto ry I can b ecom e a character for a w eek to two weeks and th en b o o m , it's over, n o b o d y seeps in to my life. W ith Virgil, I arranged airline tickets fo r Rita and the kids to M ontana, and I drove to K e n tucky and then drove from there to M o n tan a follow ing his route, taking no tes all the way and trying to im agine leaving K entucky for the first tim e as Virgil, n o t really know ing w here h e 's going. I knew, o f course, th at he was going to w ind up in M o n tan a, b u t he did n 't know. I ren ted a cabin up R ock C reek w here I could go write, w hich Virgil goes and lives in. I grew my hair to my sh o u l ders and grew a big beard and dressed the way he dressed and becam e him in m any ways. In R ock C reek I k ep t a jo u rn al-a Virgil journal-th at I used in the book. I had reco n stru ctiv e knee surgery, so Virgil gets terribly w o u n d ed in the knee and has to go th ro u g h the sam e process I had to go th ro u g h -learning to walk again. A n d he m eets a w om an w h o is similar to Rita, w h o has two children m odeled after my two kids.
I guess it all was su p p o sed to m ake it easier to write. I was intim idated and scared by it and had failed in three p rio r attem pts, so I was utterly d eterm in ed to com plete a novel at all costs, and it was a high cost. We w en t broke during the w riting o f it. We sold o u r couch here in M issoula for 60 sm ackeroos. I told my editor, "Y ou all have to give m e som e m o re m oney than this. W e're ru n n in g o u t o f m oney." T h eir idea o f solving financial p ro b lem s m eans eating o u t less. W h en I told th em th at I had sold m y couch, they realized the situation.
W h a t emotional state were y o u in when y o u became V irgil?
Well, Virgil is a guy w ho is utterly w ithdraw n and hides him self, he concocts a new identity. B ut you see, th a t's w here the idea cam e fro m -/^/id e n tity had changed drastically. In ab o u t a tw oyear p erio d I w en t fro m a guy w h o co u ld n 't h old a job o r a girl friend to having a wife and children and bo o k s in print. H o w I saw myself, my place in the w orld, my responsibility, the w orlds that w ere evidently op en to m e, it all changed. A n d I had a hard tim e w ith it, I really had a very h ard time. I w anted to w rite ab o u t it b u t I th o u g h t it w ould be pretty boring: a guy w h o has a baby and is a father and gets a b o o k in print. W h at the hell? I t's n o t very dram atic, so I m ade Virgil be so m eo n e w h o changed his identity. H e becam e Jo e Tiller, m oved to M ontana, g o t a false identification an d recreated his life. A nd, o f course, the p ast catches up w ith him. I think the p ast always has a trem en d o u s im pact o n the present.
A n o th e r thing I w anted to do w ith Virgil was explore the w hole cliche K entucky feud mentality. Kentucky Straight was just a b o u t the cliche o f the sim ple o r the ig n o ran t-th at all these people are ig n o ran t b u t happy, w hich is all bullshit, because I 've never kn o w n any ig n o ran t and happy people. T h ese " sim ple" folks are incredibly com plicated, like people everywhere.
Y ou' ve said this novel is p a rt o f a trilogy. W h a t comes next?
T h e next b o o k will be a p recu rso r to the first. It will be ab o u t the b ro th er, Boyd, w h o was sh o t p rio r to the o p en in g o f The Good Brother. I t's ab o u t identity again, a co m m o n them e for me. T his one will be ab o u t issues I 'm having right n o w I 'm thirty-nine years old and Boyd will be ab o u t that age, and the w orld has changed drastically since I was a young m an -in politics, atti tudes ab o u t sex, m a n h o o d -and I w anted to address m y c o n cerns w ith so m eo n e w h o is a w ildm an outlaw, w h o h asn 't been incarcerated o r fo u n d religion o r g o tten m arried. H is youth is pretty m uch over b u t th e re 's n o t a clear p ath for him , unless he m akes o n e o f these big m oves, w hich h e 's relu ctan t to do. T his will reflect to a certain ex ten t on my life. I m ean, fo r the p ast two years I 've b een teaching college-w hich for m e is like beco m in g a citizen. B efore this m y jobs w ere dishw asher and tru ck driver, so I 'm n o longer on the fringe o f society. B ut the difference is I love it, I enjoy this place, b u t Boyd will never have th at o p p o rtu nity to find out; h e 's going to get h im self in a lot o f trouble.
T h e o th e r reason I w rite ab o u t identity is because the w orld I grew up in is n o longer there. It was a com m unity that had flour ished in the '20s and '30s and declined in the '50s and just re m ained there. I d o n 't have a h o m e place. I 'm essentially an ed u cated hillbilly, and there really is n o such thing in this w orld.
I ' ve seen a lot o f writers explore issues o f identity, but not to the extreme o f becoming their own characters.
Yeah. P art o f it was I studied theater in college. I w anted to be an actor; I th o u g h t it w ould be a great way to m eet girls. It w asn't. I think it's an easy thing for m e to do-b eco m in g a character. I always w anted to be so m eth in g else. B ut like I said, it takes a toll. It to o k a toll o n m y wife; she just d id n 't like old Virgil. W h en I finished the b o o k she was glad. She said I had been g ru m p y for three years. In fact, sh e's really beh in d w riting ab o u t Boyd, h e 's a lot m o re fun.
Your characters are usually pretty ready to escape their surroundings-those o f Kentucky. Do you ever th in k about returning there to work?
I 'd like to. T h a t's the third b o o k in the trilogy-Virgil has sur vived w h at he gets involved in and will retu rn . It will be interest-ing. I 'm already planning for it, assum ing I 'm still teaching col lege. I 'll go back h o m e for the sum m er. I 'll go there as Virgil going h o m e and take a lo t o f notes and then leave and begin w rid n g th at novel.
D id y o u always know Kentucky was y o u r source?
O h yeah. It to o k m e a long tim e to get the courage to w rite ab o u t it, and to figure o u t h o w to w rite ab o u t it. I knew th at I d id n 't w ant to squander my m aterial by learning h o w to w rite th ro u g h it-I d id n 't w an t to just use th at up. I w ro te science fiction, m ys teries, plays, stu ff th at had n o th in g to do w ith me. I knew th at if I had the courage I w ould do it, and I did.
Courage to not screw up y o u r presentation o f these people?
N o, courage to face th at stu ff o n my ow n, em otional courage to address the place I cam e from , w h at it was, w h at the w orld was, h ow it m ade m e, and h o w it m ade m e different. 
W hy is th a t?
O u t-o f-w o rk , lower-class w orking people, pretty m uch. R ailroad w orkers, m iners, loggers. I u n d erstan d that mentality, th at cul ture. T h a t's m ine, b u t it's a little different. I t's like 100 years later. K en tu ck y 's still 100 years back. Plus th e re 's b o o k sto res here. T h e re 're n o b o o k sto res in the hills.
D id T h e Sam e River Twice start as a novel or did y o u launch into a memoir?
T h a t d id n 't start as a novel or a m em oir, th at started as m e sitting in a ro o m in g h o u se in B o sto n in 1984, thinking, H ow the hell did I end up in a rooming house? T his was n o t w h at I th o u g h t w ould h ap p en w hen I left hom e, hitchhiked to N ew Y ork City to be an actor. I w asn't going to be alone in a ro o m in g house, in a strange tow n, w ith n o friends, n o girlfriend, certainly n o acting career. A n d w h at I had was piles and piles o f loose-leaf sp iral-b o u n d noteboo k s in w hich I 'd w ritten incredibly extensive diaries. I w ould sit dow n three o r four tim es a day and w rite in lo n g h an d as fast as I could. I d o n 't k now why. It was the only thing I could do, really, th at m ade sense o f the w orld. I was always trying to do so m eth in g else.
O n e tim e I to o k up p h o to g rap h y because I had read th at H em ingw ay had a h o b b y and that he w ro te ab o u t fishing and h u n d n g , so I th o u g h t, I don't really have any hobbies. I should have a hobby so I can write about it. I decided to w rite ab o u t w hy p h o to g ra phy was a great art fo rm an d why it was a b etter art fo rm than w riting, w hich is, o f course, stupid. Essentially I was using lan guage to talk m yself o u t o f using language. I w ro te the first draft-essentially ab o u t the subjects th at h u rt m e the m o st, o r the m o st colossal e rro r I had ever m ade, an d I w o u n d up w ith 600 pages o f painful m istakes. T h e n I cut o u t all the old girlfriends, because it w asn't fair to th em th at they w ere stuck w ith m e, and I cut o u t a lo t o f self-pity and w hiny stu ff and m y g ran d theories on the w orld, and then I p u t it away and w en t to Iow a and w ro te Kentucky Straight, and then after th a t I d id n 't know w h at to do. I was sick o f w riting K entucky stuff, so I w en t back to th at against everybody's advice. T h ey said, M an, you can'tgo back, so I w en t back. I was w orking o n it o n e day, on the com puter. (My au n t had given m e this com puter. I d id n 't really kn o w h o w to use it; in fact, I still d o n 't kn o w h o w to use it very well.) I fo u n d 60 pages o f no tes I had taken d u rin g R ita's pregnancy, so rt o f com ing up fro m the bow els o f the co m p u ter, and I realized, M y god, th is ... I knew that The Same R iver Twice lacked a context. It was anecdotal. W h a t's th at called?
A picaresque.
Yeah, a picaresque. Essentially it was a bad On the Road. I n eeded a co n tex t and I realized this pregnancy w ould w ork. Rita was p reg n an t w ith the seco n d baby, so it was u tte r delirium . It was the h ap p iest tw o years o f my life, really. We w ere living in the th ree -ro o m cabin heated by w o o d o n the river and I was w orking anyw here fro m 12 to 15 h ours a day o n the m anuscript, trying all sorts o f d ifferen t techniques for structure. T h e n I hit u p o n the stages o f pregnancy. R ita's a very tranquil p reg n an t lady, sh e's just gloriously happy p reg n an t, and I was a blithering idiot. So th a t's h o w The Same R iver Twice cam e about. N o n e o f th at was ever su p p o sed to be in print. It was all m e trying to m ake sense o u t o f pregnancy and m e trying to m ake sense o u t o f this p asthow I w o u n d up in this ro o m in g house.
D id someone come along and say 'T h is needs to be in p r in t"?
Actually 
These days non-fiction is becoming incredibly popular, particularly memoirs. Do y o u th in k this trend is affecting fiction? Where do y o u th in k fiction is going?
I struggle w ith these things all the time. C ertainly right n o w n o n fiction is the fad, b u t I th in k like all fads it'll fade. P art o f it is o u r culture. L o o k at TV, th o se tru e cop shows. I think A m erican culture has g o tte n to the p o in t w here o u r reality is m o re in ten se than o u r fiction, because o u r co u n try is experiencing a lo t o f tu rm o il right now, w e're really having a h ard tim e living here, and the intensity o f existence in the cities is reflecting this. S p o rts are enjoying en o rm o u s popularity right now because they're the great escape. A n d cable, MTV, they're all having huge influences o n o u r co u n try -negative influences.
T h e thing is, m o st people lead p retty sim ple lives. 
Could y o u tell us about that move?
Spring 1998N o. I really d o n 't know w hat to do w ith it. I have o n e idea and I 'm n o t even sure I 'm doing it. D en is J o h n so n did it w ith Jesus' Sow, th e re 's a w om an n am ed Jo a n n a S cott w h o w rites really really terrific sh o rt stories. D av id F o ster W allace is p u sh in g things aro u n d a bit, b u t h e 's so rt o f com ing o u t o f th at Jo y c e a n /G ravity' s Rainbow/Hi. S. E lio t kind o f m ovem ent. I d o n 't see him as in n o vative as his p red ecesso rs were.
K entucky Straight had a strong k in d oj fo lk magic presence. I t seemed like somethingyou were pushing. N o t in the extreme o f magical realism, but there' s definitely a strong sense o f natural power a t work, a mystic power. D o y o u see this move as pushing that further?
H ell, I d id n 't even k now it was there till guys like you cam e along and told m e that. I 'm serious! It was ju s t... W h at I was express ing in som e o f th o se stories w e r e ... M any o f th em w ere w ritten w hen R ita was p reg n an t and the w orld was a very po w erfu l place for me. I t was m ystical tim e-this creation o f life-a p o te n t and genuine period. Rita calls the s tu ff I did "m ythistical." I d o n 't think I have w ritten th at way since. W hen I w rite, I 'm going to fail three o u t o f fo u r stories, th a t's my average. I love stories, and th a t's w h at I am , essentially, a storyteller. B ut once you start m essing aro u n d w ith co nventional narrative and start ex p e rim e n tin g ... instead o f three o u t o f four, y o u 're seven o u t o f eight. T h a t's w hy it was short-lived. It is p ossible to be innovative w ith o u t m essing w ith co n v en tio n al narrative form . D en is Jo h n so n does it so well w ith his stories th at I w ant to just take an ax to my com puter. W h a t am I doing w rid n g s h o rt stories?
T h e thing th at gets m e is if you look at the h isto ry o f m usic o r h isto ry o f art, the thing ab o u t each g en eratio n o f ard sts is they do tw o things at once. T h e y 're building o n w h at preceed ed them an d they utterly attack it, and we can't really do th at w ith w ridng. We can't because the b o o k itself is an ancient art, it has n o t changed. W e're trap p ed by narrative in a way; it's g o t to have a beginning, m iddle, and end. T h e act o f reading is linear: you sit d ow n and p ro g ress th ro u g h tim e, you evolve w ith the text and at the end o f things you have prog ressed , interacting w ith language.
W h a t I 'm d o in g is lo o k in g at th e d is e n fra n c h is e d an d m arginalized. I read a lot o f Indian w riters, C hicano w riters. I tried reading m agical realism and I d id n 't go for it to o m uch. I 'm sure it's h ard to w rite, b u t it's easy to have shit h ap p en w ith n o basis in reality. Like, w h en in d o u b t, have a giant chicken walk th ro u g h th e door. T h e re 's a C uban-A m erican th a t's interesting, J u n o t D iaz. I was really thrilled to read his stu ff because it's n o t so m uch an attack, b u t it's com ing at such a d ifferen t angle th a t's so fresh. I 'm also reading m yth like crazy. I f you lo o k at Jane S m ile y 's A Thousand Acres, s h e to o k o n e o f th e g r e a t S hakespearean plays and added alcoholism and child abuse, two o f the c u rren t bugaboos, and m ade it in to a p retty g o o d book.
So what are y o u reading right now?
I tell you, I hate th at question. I 've p robably had 25 interview s w here peo p le ask m e th at and I feel like I 've g o t to say so m e thing really p ro fo u n d and cutting edge. I can't tell them I 'm re reading S herw ood A n d erso n and Rock Springs co n cu rren tly b e cause I w en t to see a reading by R ichard F o rd up at G re a t Falls, and I asked him if he ever cam e to M issoula, and he said no, that he liked G re a t Falls, and I asked h o w com e, and he said, Well, i t ' s m y Wineshurg, and he said A n d erso n is one o f his m asters. So I w en t h o m e and started rereading th o se two to g eth er and it was am azing. Y ou can see the influences. So th a t's w h at I 'm reading.
I feel em b arrassed th at I 'm rereading, b u t it's in terestin g to me. I 'll be d o n e in a week.
W hy do y o u fe e l embarrassed?
Because I 'm rereading and I feel like I d o n 't have m uch time. T h ere is so m uch to read and th e re 're so m any bo o k s I haven't read, and th e re 're so m any p o ets I w ant to read. I hate to adm it th at I 'm rereading rath er than p u sh in g forw ard, th a t's all.
I hear th a t' s common practice fo r writers.
Rereading? Really?
Yeah.
I d idn't k n o w that. I need to join a W riters A n o n y m o u s g ro u p so I can kn o w it's okay.
W h a t about M ontana writers?
Well, K entucky was a fro n tier state. It rem ained isolated by geog raphy fo r alm ost 200 years until they built an in terstate w hen I was a child and co n n ected east K entucky to the rest o f the w orld. A n d even w ith that, even th o u g h there w ere slight inroads, the foothills m aintained a fro n tier mentality, m o re so th an the rest o f the country, except m aybe M ontana. T h e w riters fro m here have the closest m entality to h o w I grew up and the culture I 'm fro m -the sto ry I 'm a p a rt of. The Big S k y is a great, great book, it's one o f m y faves. T h e p ro ta g o n ist's nam e is Caudill-B o o n e Caudill-sam e last nam e as Virgil and Boyd. A n d he goes from K entucky to M o n tan a and gets h im self in a lot o f trouble.
D id y o u have ideas about M ontana when y o u were a kid ?
I h ad ideas ab o u t everything w hen I was kid. I m ean, I h ad a... I d o n 't rem em ber. It was a big blur o f the w oods, really. I h ad an unusual childhood. T h ere w ere eight o f us boys on the hill and the only rule we had was be h o m e for su p p er at six. B efore we could com e in to eat m y m o th e r w ould m ake us take o u r clothes o f f in the backyard and hose us dow n. It was a p h en o m en al kind o f childhood. In fact, th a t's w h at Rita has suggested-th a t's w hat m y characters struggle w ith and w hat I struggle with: freedom . I was so free as a child in such a very safe, p ure w orld, an d the rest o f m y life has had less and less freedom . T h e re 's n o way to have as m uch freedom . A n d th a t's w here B oyd's at-h o w does a m an w h o 's had m ore freedom than anybody ever achieve that joy again?
T h e only place I can find it is writing. W riting is w h at offers m e m o re freed o m and joy and flights o f fancy and p u re ecstasy than any o th e r activity.
